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SOME CENSUS PUBLICATIONS AND CENSUS 

METHODS. 

By Edward M. Hartwell, Ph.D., Municipal Statistician, Boston, Mass. 



Speaking broadly, the statistical publications of the United 
States Government are repositories of information in bulk, 
placed in store for the benefit of such inquirers as may be skill- 
ful and patient enough to extract special data from them. 
They resemble stacks of pig-metal rather than packages of 
finished cutlery of assorted sizes, completely adapted to meet 
the demands of a diversified retail trade comprising skilled 
mechanics, as well as lumbermen and good housekeepers. 

In comparison with State and Municipal statistical publi- 
cations, those of the Federal Government conform more nearly 
to the state of the art as regards intelligible and helpful meth- 
ods of tabular presentation, although there is abundant room 
for improvement in many volumes issued from the Govern- 
ment Printing Office at Washington. 

Having frequent occasion to compile tables to meet the 
demands of individual inquirers as to the comparative stand- 
ing of selected specimens of the most populous cities of the 
country, in particular respects, e. g., taxable basis, corporate 
assets, tax levy debt, industrial activities, financial resources, 
etc., I find the publications of the Bureau of the Census to be 
indispensable, and am abundantly grateful for benefits de- 
rived and derivable from their stores of information. 

I am inclined to consider the Bureau of the Census as the 
central luminary in the statistical firmament of the country. 
But recent observations impel me to call attention to what 
appear to be an increasing number of spots displayed by that 
Sun. What follows is offered in the hope that such spots may 
ultimately grow so dim that the face of our chief luminary 
may appear immaculate to the illuminati as well as to the 
man in the street. 

If one attempts to compile a table from the Bulletins for 
1912 and 1913 of the Bureau of the Census, entitled Financial 
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Statistics of Cities, to show the relative standing of the ten 
most populous cities of the United States, as regards taxable 
basis, receipts, payments, debt, etc., he will find himself 
obliged to insert the selfsame figures under certain rubrics for 
both years, in seven out of the ten cities, or to abandon the 
attempt. Having occasion to construct a table on the lines 
indicated, I was obliged regretfully to fall back on a news- 
paper Almanac for data regarding the year 1913. 

If the Bulletin for 1913 contains any caveat lector, it has 
escaped my notice. The nearest approach to such a warning 
appears to be the following statement in the Introduction to 
the Bulletin for 1913, on page 7: 

The statistics in this bulletin all relate to fiscal years ending 
between July 1, 1912, and June 30, 1913, except for certain 
independent divisions and funds of cities, in which the fiscal 
years of the city corporations closed between July 1, 1912, and 
January 31, 1913. 

The foregoing statement, although it does not say so in 
terms, marks a change from previous years in the period cov- 
ered by the tables presented for 1913. The nature of the 
change becomes evident on comparing the following extracts 
from the Financial Statistics of Cities for 1912 and 1911 re- 
spectively : 

The statistics shown in this report relate in each case to 
the fiscal year ending between February 1, 1912, and Jan- 
uary 31, 1913. 

These statistics pertain to the fiscal year of each munici- 
pality, and of each division and fund thereof, closing between 
Februarv 1, 1911, and January 31, 1912, as shown in detail in 
Table 23. 

In the Bulletin for 1913, data for 199 cities of 30,000 inhabi- 
tants or over, are tabulated, against 195 cities in 1912. 

In 120 cities, or 60.3 per cent, of those embraced in the Bul- 
letin for 1913, the fiscal year ended within the period August 
31-December 31, 1912, while in 79 cities, or 39.7 per cent., 
the end of the fiscal year fell in the period January 23- June 
30, 1913. 

The most frequent date of the end of the fiscal year was 
December 31, 1912, in 102 cases, or 51.3 per cent, of all cases. 
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The next most frequent date was June 30, 1913, of which there 
were 23 cases, or 11.6 per cent. 

Summary. 
1913 — Jan.-March, there were 28 cases, or 14.1 per cent. 
Apr-June, there were 51 cases, or 25.6 per cent. 

1913, there were 79 cases, or 39.7 per cent. 

1912, Aug.-Dec. there were 120 cases, or 60.3 per cent. 

Total 199 cases, or 100.0 per cent. 

In the 195 cities embraced in the Bulletin for 1912, the end 
of the fiscal year fell within the period February 29-Decem- 
ber 31, 1912 in 189 cases, or 96.9 per cent, of all cases; the 
residue, viz., 6 cases, or 3.1 per cent., fell in January, 1913; in 
5 cases it was in January 31. 

As in 1913, so in 1912, the most frequent date of ending was 
December 31, in the case of 100 cities, or 51.3 per cent., and the 
next most frequent date was June 30, comprising 22 cases, or 
11.3 per cent. 

Summarizing the ending dates of the fiscal years for the 195 
cities entered in the Bulletin for 1912, gives the following: 

End of Fiscal Year — Fell in: 

1912 — Jan.-March, in 21 cases, or 10.8 per cent. 

Apr-June, in 49 cases, or 25.1 per cent. 

July-Sept., in 8 cases, or 4.1 per cent. 

Oct., -Dec, in 111 cases, or 56.9 per cent. 

In 1912, in 189 cases, or 96.9 per cent. 

In 1913, in 6 cases, or 3.1 per cent. 

Total in 195 cases, or 100.0 per cent. 

The present Director of the Census instituted the issuance 
of an abridgment of the Annual Report on the Financial Sta- 
tistics of Cities "in accordance with the recommendation of 
several statistical experts appointed to devise methods of 
hastening the publication ... of such annual reports as 
are prepared by this bureau. " * 

So we have Bulletin 118, and the Eleventh Annual Report 
relating to the financial statistics of cities for 1912, and Bul- 

* See letter of transmittal of the Director, December 15, 1913, ibidem July 30, 1914. 
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letin 126 for 1913, with the twelfth report to follow, it may be 
supposed. 

Whether the change of year embodied in Bulletin 126 (which 
consists largely of identical figures contained in Bulletin 118) 
was recommended by the several experts alluded to by the 
Director (see above) does not appear. If it was, it would 
seem that an extraordinary fondness for June 30, the end of 
the fiscal year of the Federal Government, must have blinded 
the experts aforesaid to the effects of a change, which has re- 
sulted in precluding the possibility of making correct com- 
parisons in respect to the financial standing of very many 
cities for the years 1912 and 1913, unless the supposedly forth- 
coming twelfth report should be constructed on a different 
basis from Bulletin 126. 

Hastened publications, prepared to meet the supposed needs 
of impatient inquirers, unless they are provided with finger- 
posts to indicate pitfalls, may, if persistently put forth, cause 
even the elect to stigmatize the Financial Statistics of Cities 
as misleading, to say the least. 

Let us mark and digest a few of the most striking results of: 
(1) inserting identical total fiscal figures in corresponding 
tables for 1912 and 1913; and (2) computing per capita aver- 
ages for two successive years by dividing identical dividends 
by two different divisors, viz. (a) the estimated population as 
of July 1, 1912; and (b) the estimated population as of July 
1, 1913. 

The Assessed Valuation of Property in New York, in Table 
1, page 19, Bulletin 118, is given as $9,177,495,629 for the 
year ending December 31, 1912. In the corresponding table 
in Bulletin 126, the entry is repeated figure for figure. But 
different per capita figures are given, viz., $30.72 in Bulletin 
118, and $29.92 in Bulletin 126, the estimated population 
used in computing the former being 5,064,237 for 1912, and 
5,198,888 for 1913. 

The same procedure is carried out, not only as regards As- 
sessed Valuation, but as regards Property Taxes, Receipts 
during the Year, Payments during the Year, Indebt- 
edness at End of the Year, etc., in the case of Chicago, Phil- 
adelphia, Cleveland, Baltimore, and Pittsburgh, whose fiscal 
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year ended on December 31, 1912, and of Boston, whose year 
ended January 31, 1913. In only three cases do the absolute 
figures in the two bulletins differ consistently; to wit, for St. 
Louis, with its fiscal year ending April 8, 1912, and April 7, 
1913; Detroit, with its fiscal year ending June 30, in both 
years; and Buffalo, with its fiscal year ending June 30, in both 
years. The population estimates differ correctly for the years 
1912 and 1913 for each of the three cities. 

The result is that the comparative per capita averages, and 
there are scores of them, are incomparable for all of the ten 
cities, excepting St. Louis, Detroit and Buffalo for the years 
in question. 

Bulletin 126, for 1913, contains financial statistics for 199 
cities. As regards 122 of them, or 62.6 per cent., the assessed 
valuation figures are identically the same as those printed in 
Bulletin 118, for 1912; while in 73 cases such figures differ. 
So the per capita averages of taxable basis, for any of the 122 
cities, as set forth in the tables for 1912 and 1913 respectively, 
are not comparable with each other, although the divisors, 
i. e., the population, estimated as of July 1, for 1912 and 
1913, differ; since the dividends are the same for both years. 
Although I have not subjected all the per capita averages, 
as to taxes, receipts, etc., to the test applied to each of the 
122 cities in respect to assessed valuation, in no less than 73 
out of 100 instances which have been tested at random, the com- 
parability of the published per capita averages is invalidated. 

It may be remarked, in passing, that comparison of the 
Seventh and Eighth Reports on Financial Statistics of Cities, 
viz., for 1908 and 1909, discloses the fact that for 53 out of 
158 cities included in the two reports, the valuation figures for 
individual cities in 1909 and 1908 are identically the same, 
and yield incomparable per capita averages for the two years, 
because their divisors, i. e., the estimated population, viz., 
as of June 1, differ for the year in question. 

The report for 1909 (see page 26) states that "The Statistics 
in this report refer to the fiscal year of each city, and of each 
division, fund, and account of the city, closing between Feb- 
ruary 1, 1909, and January 31, 1910"; but the reader is not 
notified that a change from the method of classifying the fiscal 
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years in the reports for the years 1902-1908 inclusive is sig- 
nalized by the aforesaid statement! 

Manifestly, the Report for 1909, contains, as does the Bul- 
letin for 1913, a mass, or perhaps mess is the more descriptive 
word, of misleading per capita averages. 

A predilection for per capita averages is a marked charac- 
teristic of the ultimate consumer of comparative municipal 
statistics. Is it well that he should gorge himself on thistles 
under the impression that he is munching grapes? 

In the Report for 1902, on Financial Statistics of Cities, we 
find the following: 

According to the Bureau of the Census, the fiscal year 1902 
is, in general, the one having six or more months in the calendar 
year 1902, and thus most nearly coincident therewith. The 
data secured by the Bureau of the Census for each depart- 
ment and branch of municipal government are for a fiscal year 
shown as such in the local reports and records. 

The statistics for 1902 and 1903 were issued in one volume. 
The statistics for 1902 and 1903 related to cities having 25,000 
inhabitants or over; but those for 1904, related — as has every 
subsequent report and bulletin — to cities with a population of 
30,000 or over. 

From 1902 to 1908, inclusive, the Bureau of the Census con- 
sistently adhered to the definition of the fiscal year just quoted 
from the Beport for 1902. Inspection of the reports shows 
that the earliest ending of the fiscal year throughout the period, 
i. e., for seven years, was July 31, 1902, 1903, etc., and that 
the latest ending fell on June 30, 1903, 1904, etc. 

In the period 1909-1912 inclusive, the fiscal years covered 
by the reports closed between February 1 of the year for which 
the report was issued, and January 31 in the succeeding year, 
e. g., February 1, 1910-January 31, 1911. The change in 
1913 was tantamount to a return to the method followed in the 
period 1902-1908. 

In the period 1902-1909, population was estimated as of 
June 1 in the year covered by the report. For 1910, the pop- 
ulation enumerated as of April 15, 1910, was used. Since 
1910, the population has been estimated as of July 1, for the 
year covered by the report. 
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The result of using three different kinds of population fig- 
ures as divisors, and of using two different methods of fixing 
the fiscal year in determining the dividend in computing per 
capita averages, in the period 1902-1913, renders it necessary 
for one who seeks to compare the financial standing of a given 
city or a group of cities, by years, for the whole or a part of 
the period, on the basis of the published per capita averages, 
to exercise exemplary caution and patience, even when the 
fiscal year of a given city remained unchanged as has usually 
been the case. 

The value of the per capita averages as to valuation, pay- 
ments, debt, etc., might be considerably enhanced if the figure 
for estimated population were estimated for a median date in 
the fiscal year of each city included in the tables. Then if 
the dividend figures for that year were accurately stated, the 
resulting per capita averages would be comparable with the 
corresponding averages from year to year. 

A comparison of per capita debt figures by years for Phil- 
adelphia in the years 1910-1912, brought out the following 
figures for Net Debt : 

1910 $55.56 per capita. 

1911 43.08 per capita. 

1912 60.64 per capita. 

The variation appeared to be too violent, and led to an 
attempt to test the figures. Computation of the per capita 
net debt of Philadelphia, using Philadelphia's estimated popu- 
lation for 1911 as the divisor and its net debt as dividend, 
gave $61.22, whereas $43.08 proved to be the quotient of Phil- 
adelphia's net debt, divided by Chicago's estimated popula- 
tion. It was then a simple matter to correct three other in- 
correct per capita averages under certain rubrics in the table, 
which, for convenience, are here embodied in a tabular state- 
ment. 

Per Capita Averages, 1911 — Philadelphia. 

As Printed. Corrected. 

Gross Debt $50.88 $72.30 

General Departments 36 . 42 51 . 75 

Public Service Enterprises 14.46 20 . 55 

Net Debt 43.08 61.22 

5 
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It is not edifying to be made suspicious as to the accuracy 
of tables published by the Bureau of the Census, particularly 
when the printer cannot be made the scape-goat. 

In this connection, it seems appropriate to call attention to 
the careless use of distributive or constituent per cents, that, 
added together, equal more or less than 100.0. Instances of 
such carelessness, not to say slovenliness, are not far to seek 
in the publications of the Bureau of the Census. They occur 
so frequently that one must often recompute constituent per 
cents, in order to be certain that they amount to 100.0. 

For instance, on page 412, Volume I, of the Thirteenth 
Census of the United States, Population-Table 44, there are 
18 statements of the percentage distribution, by age groups, 
of Indians, Chinese, and Japanese in the States of California, 
Oregon, and Washington, that purport to foot up 100.0. On 
testing the constituent per cents., one finds that there are: 

7 cases in which the amount is 100.0 

2 cases in which the amount is 100.1 
1 case in which the amount is 100.2 
5 cases in which the amount is 99.9 

3 cases in which the amount is 99.8 



18 cases, the range being 99.8-100.2 

Again, on page 273, Table 21, Volume VII, Manufactures, 
Thirteenth Census of the United States, 12 series of per cents, 
show the " Per Cent, of Distribution of Wage Earners in Man- 
ufacturing Industries," by Geographic Divisions. On testing, 
one finds that in : 

5 instances, the per cents, amount to 100.0 
1 instance, the per cents, amount to 100.1 
1 instance, the per cents, amount to 100.2 
5 instances, the per cents, amount to 99.9 

Other instances of like nature might be cited, even when the 
constituent per cents, amounted to over 101.0, but the cases 
cited corroborate the statement that one who wishes to com- 
pile perfect tables from the Census publications must test the 
data or trust to luck, at least where totalized per cents, are 
concerned. 



